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The China-Michigan Connection:
Sharing Pedagogy With Visiting Scholars
BY LINDA

M.

PAVONETTI

Since early spring, Oakland University students and faculty have been privileged to share their world with three
visiting scholars from Guizhou Province in China, Guihua Xie, Jiangyun Zhang, and Xiutang Shi. They have
attended classes and university functions , observed and interacted with students and faculty, and discussed similarities and differences between American and Chinese life, literature, customs, priorities and education. They
have also provided us the opportunity to observe and explore-through lectures, stories, and conversations over
dinner-their country and its varied cultures. Oftentimes we are so focused on our own customs and practices
that others strike us as strange or foreign. We tend to look at other nations in a monolithic fashion, failing to
distinguish differences between cultural regions, even though we are quick to recognize regional differences
in the United States. Because of Xie, Zhang, and Shi's residence in Michigan, we have been able to learn more
about their culture and educational system-while reflecting on how our systems may appear to outsiders.
Each of these men comes to us from a slightly different background and position in education, and each has
a different perspective on what is important in their educational system. Consequently, I have separated their
responses to my questions, so you can see how each man thinks about specific topics. Although they will return
to China this fall, all of us who have interacted with Guihua Xie, Jiangyun Zhang, and Xiutang Shi, feel a
deeper connection to China and its educational system. I hope you will enjoy meeting them also.
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LMP: It is important to contextualize your province -where you live and teach-before we begin
discussing education. I've included two maps. Can you tell us something about your homes?
Shi:

24

I live in Kaili, a small city that is the capital of Qiandongnan. Our city is located in the southeast part of
the Miao and Dong Autonomous Prefecture of Guizhou province, which is located in southwest China.
Qiandongnan is a mountainous area. Farmers grow rice in the terraced fields on the hillsides. Transportation has been greatly improved in recent years.
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Zhang: Guizhou is a province lying in the southwest of China. It is a mountainous area with quite a few minority nationalities. I teach in Guizhou Normal University, which is located in Guiyang. It is the capital
city of Guizhou, the center of economy, commerce, culture, and education.
Xie:

Guizhou province is located in southwest China on the Guizhou-Yunnan Plateau and is mostly mountainous. Just like Shi, I live and work in Kaili, the capital city of Qiandongnan (Southeast Guizhou).
The Miao and Dong Autonomous Prefecture consists of 16 counties and has a population of four million
people. We have some specific differences from other parts of the world that I would like to explain.
The People: Among the four million population, there are many minority groups like Miao, Dong, Han,
Shui, Buyi, Tujia and the list goes on. Within each minority, the people treat each other as a family. I'm
from the Miao group.
Natural Scenes: Geographically speaking, this area is mostly karst (an irregular limestone region
characterized by sinkholes and caverns) and mountainous. As a result, we have gorgeous mountains,
thick forests, great valleys, clear rivers, powerful waterfalls, and huge caverns. The villages on the hills
or along the riversides are especially charming. The scenery is magnificent and attracts many visitors.
Historical Scenes: Historical scenes are everywhere. You can see ancient Buddhist temples and other
historic buildings, great museums, and memorials.
Minority Cultures and Customs: Different minority cultures and customs can be experienced in my
Prefecture. Each minority has its own language, clothes, style of residence, food, music, art-painting
and dance-religious rituals and important ceremonies (like weddings), holidays, and festivals. There
are 125 festivals in my hometown alone, and I promise you that they are really enjoyable.
Schools: In Qiandongnan Prefecture there are six colleges, hundreds of secondary schools, thousands of
elementary schools and kindergartens. In my college, students are enrolled by taking exams. They are
trained for three years before they can work as schoolteachers in the area. Every summer, some American students come to my college for summer camp, and they always have a great time. We really like to
have these summer camp projects with American secondary schools. We believe they will help students
learn about different cultures.

LMP: Could you tell us a little about the cultural diversity in China?
Shi:

There are more than 50 minorities in China. They mainly live in the western part of China. They each
have their own customs and their own languages, but some of the minorities share a common lifestyle. I
belong to the Dong minority culture. Dong is my mother tongue. We Dong people sing in our own way,
dress in our own way, and eat in our own way.

Zhang: There are 56 ethnic groups in China. Han is the largest group. The others are regarded as minority
nationalities. Different ethnic groups have different customs and cultures. For example, different ethnic
groups have different languages. They cannot communicate with each other if they do not use "Putonghua" (the common language of the Chinese people). Each of the ethnic groups has its own literature,
legends, fables, etc.
LMP: What are your primary teaching responsibilities in China?
Shi:

My primary responsibility is teaching comprehensive English in Qiandongnan Teachers College in
Kaili, a small city located in Guizhou Province. I also engage in relevant research in the field of linguistics. I also teach listening, reading, and contrastive study between English and Chinese to college
students and adult classes. Sometimes I also teach Mandarin to adult foreign students.
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Zhang: I teach comprehensive English
courses, English grammar and
rhetoric, and some other courses at
Guizhou Normal University, located
in Guiyang, China. The ages of
students range from 17 to 25. Some of
the adult students who have taught in
the middle schools may be over 30.
Xie:

:/1,t/f,,ll,_.·'_
·_ij ~;w·t,11m,
'1 ,- ·•_ \ '\_\
.
.
t~- I , ' ' .

~1

./,-.
.
I
'/'Ill!_,
;

,

'

'

.

,<

-1 '

·

• .

, :

•

;,:

,

,J

,:·

.• ,
. _., . , . r·
'i~.a~_._.a.
__.. _ •-~oU•,_;'1.J_!1_,r'1t11__,,_ ·_ _

J~-Mm~

·... . , l,/i .,,,~ ·· •

,·.••··

•

.

·•

. ' Ii

_ _ ,._

-• ~

I

.
'

.

h._

.·:

·.

•--

_i_,_·-~',.I

,_.

,

. ,-,m.

f
._ .
_
_ ._,

,.

•1,

i·tldJtr'
'I jij~:_./ r _ ,,,
.

'

1

I

. 'i''
.,
,,5 ,rkt

',

,·

. . · ;'

'

, l1, :

.
.
.
'·ti~.,·•'.,,
1

!11_1,,
,,,1_-'"
_ _11·~4_A .,:·~ __ -- ___ · .1111.1,
_

*~-

mlfrtClr;;iJ; ~,

r;i- - ~
I've been a teacher for 19 years. I
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teach English to my Chinese stu-u!/(!J,'fiy
dents and Chinese to international
students through the Foreign LanLeft to right: Xiutang Shi, Jiangyun Zhang, and Guihua Xie
guages Department of Qiandongnan
(Southeast Guizhou) Teachers College, which is located in Kaili, the capital city of
Qiandongnan prefecture. I've been working as the dean there for 12 years. I teach translation, language
and culture, tourism, etc. My full-time students are around 19-23 years old, but I also teach some
part-time adults and some of them are much older than me. In my spare time, I am active in a number of
research associations: standing director of Guizhou Translators Association; chairman of Qiandongnan
Prefecture Translators Association; chairman of Qiandongnan Prefecture Foreign Languages Teaching
and Research Association; member of Qiandongnan Miao Culture Research Association; advisor to a
local foreign languages training school and a local middle school; part-time translator for the People's
Government of Qiandongnan Prefecture, which consists of 16 counties and has a population of over
seven million people.
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LMP: Can you describe the school system in China?
Shi

The school system in China is generally the same from province to province, although it does vary in
some minor details. Children start going to school at the age of 7. Before that, children in the cities who
enjoy more and better facilities attend daycare centers, preschools, and kindergarten during the week.
Children in the countryside may just play. All children go to middle school at about 12. In recent years
the percentage of young people who attend college has risen considerably to more than 50 percent.
Colleges throughout the country have been encouraged to enroll more students than previously.

Zhang: Between 3 and 6 years of age, children usually go to kindergarten to be taken care of by nurses. In
kindergarten children, according to their different ages, learn to recognize colors, numbers, time, even
some simple words. Children usually go to primary school at the age of 7. The primary school consists
of six years of schooling. After that students attend middle school, which consists of junior middle
school (for three years) and senior middle school (for three years). Usually children can only go to the
nearby junior middle school. There are key senior middle schools in every city or town. Only those who
have high scores in the examination can enter these schools. The students of the key middle schools
have a better chance to enter colleges and universities. Colleges and universities usually require four
years of studies with the exception of medical college, which requires five years for students to earn a
degree.
The children begin school usually at 8 o'clock in the morning for three hours of work; break for lunch
at 11:30 a.m.; then reconvene at 2 or 2:30 in the afternoon for several more hours of work. Students in
China tend to have more classes than in America. Middle-school students, for example, usually have
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four classes in the morning and two classes in the afternoon. After that the teacher sometimes provides
coaching or extracurricular classes. Some schools even have classes on Saturday. There is fierce
competition among the middle school students, because only about 50 percent of the students can enter
colleges or universities. Only those who have high scores in the entrance examinations can be enrolled.
Even fewer students can enter key universities, such as Beijing University, Qinghua University, Fudan
University, etc.
Xie:

In China, the government is in charge of all education. In the central government, there is a Ministry
of Education; in every province, there is a department of education; and then in every city, there is a
bureau of education. These government agencies execute educational laws, policies, and educational
projects. Most important of all, they provide funds for schools. The Chinese school system is standardized and it is nearly the same in all areas. In minority areas students are fortunate to be taught two
languages. Students begin school when they are 7 years old. School is compulsory, which means the law
guarantees every child's right to an education. Children go to school Monday through Friday, from 8
a.m. to 11 :30 a.m., then for two more hours of studies in the afternoon. Students attend primary school
for six years. Then they study in junior middle school for three years and senior middle school for three
more years. After graduation, many-but not all-students go to college after taking college-entrance
exams.

LMP: What are your primary research interests?
Shi:

My primary research interests are contrastive linguistics and cultural studies, including literature
research. Recently I have become especially interested in discourse analysis, which is an aspect of
linguistic study. I also hope to work on some joint programs with American professors or schools or
universities in any field that will benefit both America and China, if possible.

Zhang: My primary research interests are the art of language teaching, sociolinguistics, and rhetoric.
Xie:

Frankly speaking, I have broad research interests and that may be the very reason that I have not
achieved great renown in a specific field. There are numerous dialects among China's minorities. I enjoy
researching the linguistic and cultural variations. Furthermore, I am interested in researching languageteaching methodologies.

LMP: Have you ever taught on the elementary or secondary levels?
Shi:

A long time ago and only for two weeks when I interned in a secondary school. However, I have a
brother who teaches in an elementary school.

Zhang: Yes, before I taught in the university I taught English in a middle school for six years. At that time
Chinese students began to learn English when they entered middle school.
Xie:

I seldom teach on elementary or secondary levels. But, as an advisor to some schools, I have lectured
occasionally to teachers and to students on topics such as language, teaching, and studying. I also have
researched teaching and classroom and school management.

LMP: Why are you in the United States?
Shi:

Generally speaking, to open my eyes-experience the American culture-and to improve my English.
I also hope to work on some joint programs with American professors, schools, or universities in any
field that will benefit both America and China, if possible.

Zhang: I hope to do some research in the art oflanguage teaching, collect information, such as books and jour-
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nal articles, about sociolinguistics and rhetoric, especially the use of metaphor in English. This research
will better equip me to teach graduate students when I return to China.
Xie:

America is a great country and there are a lot of things for us to learn! I am here to learn something
about bilingual education, English language teaching, and the English language itself.

LMP: What do you hope to learn from observing American reading education?
Shi:

To learn what you use to teach your children and how you teach them, so that I can share some wellgrounded, practicable techniques and insights when I go back to my hometown. I also hope that I would
know better how to teach my own children (ifl marry in the future) and those who I have the chance to
teach.

Zhang: I hope to learn ways to improve reading skills for beginners, especially reading comprehension and
speed-reading, which all students are required to take. I think it is important for students to know how
to get the main idea from large quantities of reading materials.
Xie:

Reading is very important for everyone, especially for kids. There are very good reading books and
methods for kids in the US. In China there should be more people involved with reading education.
More different books should be introduced for our kids.

LMP: How do university classes in the United States differ from those in China?
Shi:

Oh, because the educational systems and cultures are different, the classes are quite different. How?
-Well, the American students feel freer in their classes in many ways, including the way they dress, the
way they sit, and their attitudes. They are even allowed to have some food in the classroom.

Zhang: As more and more students in China enter universities, the classes become larger and larger, very often
more than 40 students majoring in English in one class and more than 60 students for non-English major
students (who also study English).
In China teachers pay more attention to facts in their teaching (the students are required to remember
everything that the teachers have taught) and in America teachers put more stress on the cultivation of
students' ability (the students are required to learn the way to solve the problems by themselves).
Teachers in China usually spend more time on language structure, including the use of words, grammar,
and will correct students' mistakes whenever they occur, which forces the students to focus their attention to the form and neglect the content of what they are studying. So the students can remember the
rules of grammar quite well, but when they speak or write they still make a lot of mistakes or they will
misunderstand the main idea of what they read.
So far as evaluation of students is concerned, teachers in China attach more importance to examinations,
the result of examination can determine how well a student has learned, while the teachers in America
lay emphasis on attendance and performance in each period of class, and the students' presentations
account for a large percentage of evaluation.
Xie:
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I studied in six universities in China and the classes in these schools were not always the same. Some of
them are very different from the American classes we attended here. Chinese teachers pay more attentions to theories but American professors care about both theories and actual abilities; Chinese students
are more diligent but American students are more active; American teachers' work seems easier because
they have better teaching conditions and Chinese teachers assign more work for their students to do; in
class, some Chinese teachers are just like parents who control and care about everything and American
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teachers (not all of them) are more like directors who guide their students in the play; American classes
are like a mall where students can walk, eat, drink, and get relaxed while Chinese classes are not that
casual. I think there must be more differences. I've seen just the spots instead of the whole leopard
(a Chinese idiom meaning 'see the parts instead of the whole') and I hope Zhang and Shi can tell you
more.

LMP: What similarities and differences have you discovered in the way children are taught in the United
States from the way they are taught in China?
Shi:

Similarities: They both have to accomplish a lot of assignment. Differences: American students are
usually encouraged to be independent while Chinese counterparts must listen to the authorities.

Zhang: The children in America are guided to read literary books outside their class, while in China many
teachers, and particularly parents, only want the children to read the text book. If the children remember
the text perfectly they get high marks; that is the students' goal and the teachers' and parents' requirement. Whether a teacher is good or not is judged by the scores that the students have achieved.
Xie:

This question is hard for me because I've never been to any primary or secondary level American
schools. Nevertheless, I can relate some of the important concerns in Chinese primary education. Both
Chinese parents and teachers are very careful about the children's education on primary and secondary
levels because they believe these levels are the most essential for the children. Chinese students have
more work to do than American students and they have homework every day. On weekends some of
them have to go to other classes, such as painting, music, English, or Gongfu. As a result, our children
sometimes complain. But they have to work that way because the entire Chinese society has become
more and more competitive. On the other hand, they often have fun when their schools organize after
school activities for them or when they are on their vacations. In the past teachers always told the class
who was the top student according to the scores. It has been stopped in some cities but in some areas it
is still practiced. Kids are always encouraged to be polite, brave, helpful, and generous. Much has been
done to help kids grow physically and psychologically sound.

LMP: What has surprised you about U.S. education?
Shi:

The advanced equipment you have and the length of time your classes last.

Zhang: In America, class atmosphere is very casual: students can eat food in classrooms, leave their seats, and
learn their lessons in a relaxed way, which I think is an effective way of learning. In China, teaching is
more formal. The students are forbidden to eat food in class. They are required to listen to the teacher
very carefully, a sign of respect toward the teacher.
Xie:

U.S. education is very expensive! I have been told that some children can go to better schools but some
cannot. That's not fair! I have been told that more kids are "spoiled" and that's not good for them. In
China, children must do what their parents want. They show respect for their parents, even if they don't
want to do what their parents tell them to do. For example, if a child doesn't want to eat certain foods,
they will do so without argument-out of respect for their parents. I have heard that some American
children call their parents by their first name. In China, the father would slap his child if he were to call
him by his first name.

LMP: What would surprise American teachers if they were to attend university classes in China?
Shi:

It's hard for me to imagine. Maybe the size (big!) of some classes.

Zhang: Most students in the Chinese universities can analyze English sentences perfectly (referring to grammar
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structure), even better than foreign teachers, but many of them cannot even speak a single sentence
correctly.
Xie:

I think American teachers would be surprised to see so many students in a single class in China.
They would be happy to see so many polite and sweet smiles; they would be exhausted when they are
drowned in so many questions; and sometimes they might be a little perturbed by some of the questions
young children ask. Students would be interested in knowing about cultural differences, and would ask
the same questions repeatedly. For example, an American might be asked, "Do you use chopsticks?"
"How much money do you make?" or "Do you have a big family?" Once, when I spoke to a group of
school children, they asked me why I had so little hair on my head. It didn't bother me, but I am afraid
that it might offend American visitors because of cultural differences.

LMP: What would surprise American teachers if they were to sit in an elementary or secondary classroom in China?
Shi:

It's harder for me to imagine, since I lack the experience in such schools. But the case in cities is surely
different from that in the country. The children in cities are more difficult to deal with. They are more
disobedient while they may be more self-assertive. Those in the country are more reserved. In terms of
facilities, those in the country have much less and only shabby ones. And in some very backward areas,
American teachers would be shocked to see how poor the conditions are in which teachers and students
work and study.

Zhang: The atmosphere of the class is very intense. The children are not allowed to do anything that is not
concerned with what they are learning. They are required to listen quietly.
The teacher announces the result of the test, puts the scores of each student on the wall, and praises
those who have high marks and publicly criticizes (even ridicules) those who have low marks.
Xie:

American teachers would be surprised to see such big classes and how hard the teachers work at managing their teaching. They would be happy to read the interesting stories in the Chinese reading textbooks.
Of course they would be very surprised to see what bad conditions the teachers and the students have to
face in some areas. They would also be surprised to see how big and heavy the kids' backpacks are; in
other words, how much more work Chinese children are required to do outside of school.

LMP: What do you think American educators could learn from China?
Shi:

I don't see any points yet, since we are behind you. But it would be great if someday you and your
colleagues could pay a visit to China and see with your own eyes. Then hopefully you would be able to
find something good.

Zhang: We select texts that attach much importance to moral education, social etiquette, while improving intelligence.
Most of the teachers are very responsible in carrying out their teaching work although they are not well
paid.
Xie:

I think American educators can learn a number of things from Chinese educators:
The teachers teach students something about morality while teaching them knowledge;
Teachers are strict about students' attitude towards their studies;
Teachers are careful about their work and students, even though they are not well paid;
Teachers carry out their research in their spare time, mostly at night and on weekends;
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Compared to the US, Chinese storybooks and novels are inexpensive, but they are highly valued;
Chinese textbooks are high quality and quite beautiful.
The Chinese education system is very well organized. Most of it is free or very inexpensive. For
example, some universities are free. Others, like my university, charge a small amount-about 2000
yuan each year. That would be about $250 U.S. dollars. The students also receive their books and some
food as part of this fee.

LMP: What do you think Americans need to know about China in general?
Shi:

China is still a developing country. Somehow we are still living in the conditions you used to live in
about 50 years ago. But parts of Chinese culture are worth studying.

Zhang: China is an attractive country with unique customs and traditions, beautiful scenery and rich cultural
heritage. Chinese people are friendly and ready to welcome Americans to China.
In Americans' minds, China is a poor country. It is true. But there is no denying that China has developed quickly in the past few years and before long China will be a powerful country.
In education, more and more Chinese people have realized the importance of English. Many parents
require their children to learn English at the age of 5 or 6 (learn in coaching classes outside of their
regular classes). Although some families are not well off, they generously spend money so that their
children begin to learn English at an early age. Although English will not replace the Chinese language,
it will become a very popular language in China and in the near future Americans will not meet with
any language barriers in China.

Xie:

Most American people are very friendly and hospitable but not many of them know about China. They
need to know something about Chinese people, culture, and the present situation. Chinese people are
as friendly and hospitable as American people. They love peace and respect other people. China has
numerous long-standing and colorful cultures and some of them are very different from American
culture. Now in China we still have some problems, and we are still a developing country. Though our
political system is different from the American political system, China will never be a threat to America
and other countries.

LMP: What will you tell your Chinese colleagues about your time in Michigan?
Shi:

I will tell them how beautiful America is and about the kindness we have received, about your way of
life as far as I have observed it, including how you work.

Zhang:Besides education, I will tell them what I have seen in Michigan, including the protection of the environment and preservation of wild animals, the customs and tradition of American people, the hospitality
of the teachers at Oakland University. I will even explain the election of the president, what it is like to
attend an NBA basketball game, and tell everyone about the Pistons winning the championship.
Xie:

I've seen a lot in Michigan. When I go back home, I will tell my colleagues how beautiful Michigan is,
how great Oakland University is, and how friendly the people are, I will tell them how impressed I was
by the classroom teaching, the teachers' research and how many children's books some teachers own.
I'll also tell them how important I think it is that we research children's reading, and I will ask them to
do something about it.

For more information about Guizhou Province, go to: http://www.travelchinaguide.com/cityguides/guizhou/
index.htm or http://www.peopleteams.org/miao/gettingt.htm
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